
Animal Ethics Committee 

Standard Operating Procedures  

1 

 

SOP NUMBER: W12 V2 

TITLE: Maintenance, care and breeding of arid-zone native 

Australian rodents in captivity   

VERSION NUMBER: 2 

PREPARED BY: Dr Chris Wacker 

REVIEWED BY: Professor Fritz Geiser 

AWO REVIEWED DATE: 9
th

 February 2020 

AEC APPROVAL DATE: 26
th

 February 2021 

EFFECTIVE DATE: 26
th

 February 2021 

REVIEW DATE:  26
th

 February 2024 

 

Purpose 

To maintain a healthy captive colony of arid-zone Australian native rodents 

for use in ecophysiological research.  

 

Definitions 

Ambient temperature: air temperature 

Ecophysiological: ecological physiology i.e. how an animal is able to live 

where it does, the physiological adaptations it has 

Photoperiod: hours of daylight 

Subcutaneous: under the skin 

Transponder: small transmitter used for identification 

 

Precautions: Work Health and Safety 

Possible bite from the animals.  

While animals typically only bite when frightened or in pain, laboratory-

reared natives may bite due to being overly familiar with, and confident 

in, the environment. To minimise the risk of being bitten, scoop the 

animal up using both hands to gently cup it. Never pick an animal up 

by the tail. Wear gloves if you wish to, but are not normally necessary. 

While these animals do not carry disease, any bites should be reported 

to the first aid person and treated. 

 

Training & Competency 

General care and feeding of animals:  

All people involved in feeding and the general care of these animals 

must have completed an Animal Ethics Course, must be included on the 

Animal Ethics Permit associated with the project, and have been trained 

appropriately. A copy of this SOP will be kept in all animal rooms as an 

easy reference. No qualifications are necessary.  

  

Cleaning and maintenance of enclosures:  

All people involved in cleaning and maintenance of the enclosures must 

have completed an Animal Ethics Course, must be included on the 

Animal Ethics Permit associated with the project, and have been trained 
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Equipment 

Scales for weighing animals 

Thermometer (or ibuttons) for monitoring room temperature 

Substances to be administered, if relevant: 

Drug name 

(generic name, 

not trade name) 

Dose rate 

(mg/kg 

body 

weight) 

Route 

IV/IM/SC/PO 

Timing of administration  

and frequency 

(eg. 90 minutes pre-

operative, to induce 

anaesthesis, during 

procedure, at specific 

intervals during the 

procedures) 

Purpose 

Meloxicam 0.5mg/ml 

0.0002 

ml/g 

(dilution in 

water) 

Oral Once daily for 3 days 

maximum 

Pain relief for 

minor injury 

Lignocaine/ 

Xylocaine 10% 

Topical 

spray 

Topical Twice daily for 3 days 

maximum 

Pain relief for 

minor injury 

Isoflurane % Gas 20 minutes – once - until 

dead 

If euthanasia 

is required 
 

 

appropriately. A copy of this SOP will be kept in all animal rooms as an 

easy reference. No qualifications are necessary.  

  

Breeding:  

The Principal Investigator should closely monitor breeding procedures.   

  

Responsibility, accountability, and communication  

Responsibility:  

Animals are fed daily and feeding staff are on a roster. Anyone involved 

in the care and maintenance of these animals is responsible for 

ensuring animals are fed, watered and safe (no injury, no dead animals 

left in the enclosure, enclosures are clean and hygienic). However, it is 

the responsibility of the Principal Investigator to ensure that this 

occurs.   

  

Communication:  

Staff should communicate using notebooks left in the animal rooms 

and should be read by the person feeding or cleaning the enclosures 

each day. Any information above normal record keeping, for example if 

an animal didn’t eat the previous night, occurrence of death or injury, 

should be communicated to the Principal Investigator.   

  

If animals are not being fed or cleaned appropriately, it is the 

responsibility of the Principal Investigator to either provide additional 

training to staff or replace staff as necessary.   
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Methods 

Enclosures  

Room:   

No direct sunlight but it is recommended that the photoperiod is 

natural, using natural light, when not being used for 

experiments. While rodents are often kept in rooms with artificial 

light, this should only be for short periods (6 months or less). 

Because the animals in this SOP are part of a captive colony, and 

animals will be expected to live out their lives in this colony (2-3 

years), natural lighting is preferred to encourage good condition 

and natural behaviour. An ambient temperature of 20-25 °C is 

preferred when animals are being maintained and not in 

experiments.   

  

 Housing:   

The recommended enclosure size is 60cm x 30 cm x 30cm for 2 

animals, and an additional 20cm x 20cm given for each 

additional adult. Glass aquaria with modified secure, well-fitting 

fine mesh lids are suitable. If large plastic boxes are to be used, 

they should be checked daily for any signs of chewing.  

  

Fine sand (coarse will be too abrasive on feet) as a substrate with 

rocks (not on top of sand but sitting on floor of aquarium), 

hollow logs, small branches and grass tussocks should be used. 

Sand should be at least 10cm deep to allow for natural digging 

behaviour.   

  

Nest boxes should be large enough for two adults, plastic 

tunnels, and wheels should be included. Shredded paper for 

nesting material is suitable.  

  

A water dripper for water must always be available.   

   

Maintenance:  

Water should be checked daily, uneaten food removed, and 

faeces removed. Enclosures should be cleaned weekly but 

furnishing returned and only cleaned or replaced when 

necessary.   

Diet  

Suggested daily diet:  

• Diverse fruit and vegetables - 20g per animal (apple, corn, broccoli, 

sweet potato, carrot)  

+   

• 20g coarse seed mix per animal  

+   

• Live foods such as mealworms, crickets, moths 2-5 per animal   
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Weekly supplements:  

• Calcium supplement  

+  

• Fresh-cut bottle brush/ acacia/ tea tree shrubs available weekly  

+   

• Mushroom  

  

 Breeding  

Introductions/ social groups:  

Introduce males to females. Place male in secure mesh box and 

then into enclosure. Monitor reactions and release male into 

enclosure when suitable. Monitor constantly for 2 hours post-

release and monitor hourly until confident there no signs of 

aggression. If animals are too aggressive remove male and try 

again following day, or with a new male in a few days. 

Alternatively, lightly spray the animals with a solution of diluted 

vanilla extract before introductions are made on neutral territory.  

  

 Enclosures:  

Extra nest boxes should be added so animals can get away from 

each other if necessary.  

  

Only part clean weekly, full clean monthly. Remove uneaten food 

daily and remove faeces daily.  

  

 Diet:  

Increase above daily diet by 50% and observe consumption as 

rodents are prone to obesity.  

Care, identification, and health  

  

Initial when obtain animals:  

Implant transponders (see SOP W13) in between the shoulder 

blades, under the skin under general anaesthesia (0.5-4% 

Isoflurane in Oxygen). While this does require very minor surgery 

(without anaesthetic increases risk of injury to the animal), the 

benefit is that it is a more humane method of identification than 

ear or toe mutilation. If temperature-sensitive transponders are 

used, body temperature (subcutaneous temperature) can be 

monitored remotely, without disturbing the animal.   

  

Daily:  

Feed animals and record what food was given. Note if a lot of 

food was left and if so, check the animals are okay. Remove any 

uneaten food and remove any faeces. Check there is enough 

water in the water bottles.  
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Weekly:  

Measure and record:  

• Body mass  

• Coat condition - look especially for hair loss, parasites, biting  

(especially if in breeding pairs)  

• Reproductive condition  

• Social behaviour (who is nesting with who etc.)  

• Body temperature/ subcutaneous temperature (transponders 

are under the skin)  

• Consistency of faeces  

• Eyes – clarity/ cloudiness  

• Respiration – listen for laboured breathing  

• Check transponder is still in correct position as it can migrate 

a little over time.  

  

As required:  

These species are sometimes prone to parasites such as fleas and 

worms and need to be treated appropriately (Frontline for fleas).  

  

These species are sometimes prone to respiratory disorders. To 

avoid this, the levels of humidity need to be monitored and 

maintained. If a respiratory disorder is noted, the animal will be 

taken to a local veterinarian.  

 

Animal Welfare Considerations 

Effective care of native animals must focus on ‘The Five Freedoms’ (freedom 

from hunger and thirst, discomfort, freedom from pain, injury or disease, 

from fear and distress, and freedom to express normal behaviour).  In 

addition to the 5 freedoms, a focus should be placed on a high level of 

enrichment in the form of socialisation, toys, interesting and varied 

enclosures, and varied diets with the opportunity to express normal feeding 

and digging behaviour. The effect of this is a healthy (physically and mentally) 

colony, with animals that allow for better ecophysiological measurements. 

 

Appendices 

Background  

This SOP is designed specifically for two arid-zone native Australian rodent 

species but is relevant to the maintenance and care of any species of captive 

arid zone native Australian rodent:  

1. The Plains Mouse (Pseudomys australis) –  

Body mass: 60-80g  

Conservation status: least concern  

Longevity in captivity: 36-60 months  

Reproduction: social, when not breeding are in large groups, when breeding 

typically in groups of 1 male and 3 females. Normally has a very minor 

aggression reaction to pairing.   

  Gestation: 30-31 days    
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Weaning age: 30 days  

  Sexually mature: 180 days  

Other: nocturnal but can be quite active during the day.  

  

  

2. Spinifex Hopping Mouse (Notomys alexis) -   

Body mass: 27-45g  

Conservation status: least concern  

Longevity in captivity: 36-66 months  

Reproduction: Very social, in groups of 2 or more males and 2 or more 

females.  

Normally has a very minor aggression reaction to pairing.  

Gestation: 32-47 days  

  Weaning age: 30 days  

 Sexually mature: 80 days  

Other: nocturnal.  
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Linked SOPs 

W13 – Implantation of small transponders for identification and measurement 

of body temperature 

https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/guidelines/publications/ea28
https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/guidelines/publications/ea28
https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/guidelines/publications/ea28

